Guidelines for Critical Review of Qualitative Studies

Based on Guidelines for Critical Review Form-Qualitative Studies by
© Law, M., Stewart, D, Letts, L., Pollock, N., Bosch, J., & Westmorland, M., 1998

These guidelines accompany the Critical Review Form for Qualitative Studies developed by the
McMaster University Occupeationa Therapy Evidence-Based Practice Research Group (Law et .
1998). They are written in basic terms that can be understood by researchers aswell as clinicians and
sudents interested in conducting critica reviews of the literature.

Guiddines are provided for the questions in the left hand column of the form and the
indructions/questions in the Comments column of each component.

CITATION
Include full title, dl authors (last name, initids), full journd title, year, volume # and page #s.
This ensures that another person could easily retrieve the same article.

STUDY PURPOSE

1. Wasthereaclear statement of the purpose and aims of the research?

The purpose is usudly stated briefly in the abstract of the article, and again in more detall in the
introduction. It may be phrased as aresearch question. A clear satement helps you determine if the
topic isimportant, relevant, and of interest to you.

2. Isaqualitative methodology appropriate for this study?

LITERATURE REVIEW

3. Wasreevant background literature reviewed?

A review of the literature should be included in an article describing research to provide some
background to the study. It should provide a synthesis of relevant information such as previous
work/research, and discusson of the clinica importance of the topic. It identifies gapsin current
knowledge and research about the topic of interest, and thus justifies the need for the study being
reported.

STUDY DESIGN
4. |sthe study design appropriate for theresearch question and objectives?

There are many different types of research desgns. These guidelines focus on the most common
types of qualitative designsin dlied health research.

The essentid features of the different types of sudy designs are outlined to assst in determining
which was used in the Sudy you are reviewing.

Numerous issues can be considered in determining the appropriateness of the design chosen.
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ETHNOGRAPHY

A wdl-known form of qualitative research in cultura anthropology, focuses on the question: “What is
the culture of agroup of people?’” The god of ethnographic research isto tell the whole story of a
group’sdaly life, to identify from participants the cultural meanings and beliefs they attach to

activities, events, behaviors, knowledge, rituds and lifestyle. They dso identify patterns of the group.
Cultureis not limited to ethnic groups, and ethnographers study the culture of organizations, programs
and groups of people with common socid problems such as smoking and drug addiction. In the area of
hedth care, Krefting (1989) described a disability ethnography, which is a strategic research gpproach
focusing on a particular human problem and those aspects of group life that impact on the problem.

Appropriate methods of data gathering and analysisinclude participant observation, unstructured
interview, studying documents and photographs.

ETHNOGRAPHY EXAMPLE

A qudlitative ethnographic study was conducted to explore the process and outcomes of a program of
occupation for seniors with dementia. Data from observations, interviews with patients and staff, and
field notes were andlyzed to discover the opportunities and barriers to conducting an occupational
program in aday hospita unit (Bordl, Gustavsson, Sandman & Kiehofner, 1994).

PHENOMENOLOGY

Phenomenology answers the question: “What isit like to have a certain experience?’ It seeksto
understand the phenomenon of alived experience - this may be related to an emotion, such as
londliness or depression, to areationship, or to being part of an organization or group. The assumption
behind phenomenology is that there is an essence to shared experience. It comes from the socid
sciences and requires a researcher to enter into an individud’ s life world and use the sef to interpret
theindividud’s (or group’s) experience.

Appropriate methods of data gethering and andlysis include in-depth interviews, written anecdotes,
philosophy, poetry or art. The experience provides the direction of the study.

PHENOMENOLOGY EXAMPLE

A phenomenologica approach was chosen to explore the lived experiences of student occupationd
therapists during their first year of fieldwork placements. The focus of the study was on the acquigition
of culturd competencies. Data were collected through individua interviews a basdine and after
placement, supplemented by the sudents journd entries. Two main themes emerged related to
definitional issues about the concept of culture and the students own identification within aculturdly
complex society (Dyck & Forwell, 1997).
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GROUNDED THEORY

Grounded theory focuses on the task of theory congtruction and verification. The inductive nature of
quditative research is congdered essentid for generating atheory. It searchesto identify the core
socid processes within agiven socia Stuation. Glaser and Strauss (1967) developed aresearch
process that takes the researcher into and close to the real world to ensure that the results are
grounded” in the socid world of the people being sudied. Thistype of quditative design is popular in
the field of nursing research. Grounded theory studies interactions as they occur naturdly.

Appropriate methods of data gathering and analysis for grounded theory are taped interviews,
participant observation, focus groups, and diaries. The researcher identifies akey variable that
explains what is occurring and further develops an emerging theory. The literature review occurs after
the researcher identifies this theory. Data andlysis compares the emerging theory with exigting research
and theories.

GROUNDED THEORY EXAMPLE

The grounded theory gpproach to data anaysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) was used to explore
enjoyment experiences of persons with schizophrenia. Interviews with nine participants focused on
their descriptions of enjoyment. The themes that emerged from the data analysis helped occupationd
therapists gain a better understanding of enjoyment experiences of persons with schizophrenia, and the
factors that characterized their enjoyment experiences (Emerson, Cook, Polatgko & Segad, 1998).

PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH

PAR is an gpproach to research and socid change that is usudly consdered to be aform of quditative
research. PAR involves individuas and groups researching their own persona beings, socio-culturd
settings and experiences. They reflect on their values, shared redlities, collective meanings, needs and
gods. Knowledge is generated and power is regained through ddliberate actions that nurture, empower
and liberate persons and groups. The researcher worksin partnership with participants throughout the
research process.

PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH EXAMPLE

A PAR sudy involved researchers working with parents of children with physicd disabilitiesto
discover environmental Situations which presented substantial challenges to their children. Through
focus groups and individud interviews with 22 families, participants identified environmenta factors
which supported or hindered the daily activities of their children. The participants came together after
the interviews were completed to form a parent support and advocacy group, which has continued to
advocate for change to environmenta congraintsin their community (Law, 1992).

OTHER STUDY DESIGNS

These are many other qualitetive research designs described in the literature. They come from different
theoreticd traditions and disciplines, and some are extensions of the more popular ethnographic and
phenomenologica designs. Some of the most frequently described designsin quditative literature
include: heurigtics, ethno methodology, hermeneutics, ecologica psychology, and socid

interactionism. Readersinterested in further inquiry of quditative research designs are directed to the
bibliography at the end of this document.
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SUMMARY OF STUDY DESIGN APPROPRIATENESS
The choice of quditative research designs should be congruent with the following:

The beliefs and worldviews of the researcher; i.e., the quditative researcher usualy expressesan
interest in understanding the socid world from the point of view of the participantsin it, and
emphasizes the context in which events occur and have meaning;

The nature of the end results desired; i.e., the quditative research is seeking meaning and
understanding, which is best described in narrative form;

The depth of understanding and description required from participants, i.e., quditative research
usudly involves the exploration of atopic or issue in depth, with emphass on seeking information
from the people who are experiencing or are involved in the issue;

The type of reasoning involved: qualitative research is oriented towards theory congtruction, and
the reasoning behind data andyssisinductive; i.e., the findings emerge from the data.

Crabtree and Miller (1992) suggest that the best way to determine if the choice of a particular
quditative research design is gppropriate is to ask how the particular topic of interest is usudly
shared in the group or culture of interest. For example, if information about how clients responded
to occupationd therapy trestment is usudly shared through discusson and story telling among
individua thergpigts, then a phenomenologica approach may be the most appropriate way to study
this experience.

5. Was atheoretical perspectiveidentified?
Thethinking and theoretica perspective of the researcher(s) can influence the study. The researcher
knows something conceptudly of the phenomenon of interest, and should Stete the theoretica

perspective up front.

QUALITATIVE METHODS

6. Doesthe study describe the methods used to gener ate data?

A variety of different methods are used by qualitative researchers to answer the research question. The
most common ones are described here, with advantages and disadvantages of each.

PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION

A participant observer uses observation to research a culture or Stuation from within. The observer
usualy spends an extended period of time within the setting to be studied and records ‘field notes
of hisher observations. This type of research may be caled “fieldwork”, which comes from its
roots in socid and cultura anthropology.

Participant observation is useful when the focus of interest is how activities and interactions within a
Seiting give meaning to beliefs or behaviors. It fits with the assumption that everyonein agroup or
organization is influenced by assumptions and bdiefs that they take for granted. It is therefore
consdered the qualitative method of choice when the Stuation or issue of interest is obscured or
hidden from public knowledge and there are differences between what people say and what they do.

Participant observation can be time-consuming and cogtly, asit can take along time to uncover the
hidden meanings of the Stuation/context.
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INTERVIEWS

- Aninterview implies some form of verba discourse. The participant provides the researcher with
information through verba interchange or conversation. Nonverba behaviors and the interview
context are noted by the researcher and become part of the data.

Another term used frequently in quditative research is ‘key informant interviews which refersto
the specid nature of the participant being interviewed - he or she is chosen by the researcher
because of an important or different viewpoint, status in a culture or organization, and/or
knowledge of the issue being studied.

Quditative interviews place an emphasis on lisening and following the direction of the
participant/informant. A variety of open-ended questions are chosen to dlicit the mogt information
possiblein thetime available.

Interviews can be done relatively quickly, with little expense, and are useful when aparticular
iSSue needs to be explored in depth. However, the drawback to interviewing is reated to the
condraints imposed by language. The types of questions asked will frame the informants
responses, and this should be taken into account by the researcher.

FOCUS GROUPS
Focus groups are aforma method of interviewing a group of people/participants on atopic of
interest.

The same principles used for individud interviews apply with focus group interviews - e.g. the use
of open-ended questions, the focus on listening and learning from the participants.

Focus groups are useful when multiple viewpoints or responses are needed on a specific
topic/issue. Multiple responses can be obtained through focus groups in a shorter period of time
than individud interviews. A researcher can also observe the interactions that occur between group
members.

The disadvantages of focus groups relate to the potential constraints that a group setting can place
on individua’ s responses. Furthermore, the facilitator of the focus group must be skilled in group
process and interviewing techniques to ensure the success of the group.

HISTORICAL RESEARCH
Historica research involves the study and analysis of data about past events. The specific methods
used are flexible and open because the purposeisto learn how past intentions and events were
related due to their meaning and vaue. The higtorian learns about particular persons at particular
times and places that present unique opportunities to learn about the topic of interest.

Historical research can provide important information about the impact of the past on present and
future events.

It isadifficult research approach that requires the researcher to enter into an in depth learning
process, to become intimately involved in data collection and to be acritica editor of texts. The
researcher as historian must make explicit al observations and interpretations.
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OTHER QUALTITATIVE METHODS
Other forms of qualitative research methods include mapping culturd settings and events;
recording, using either audio or visud techniques; life histories (biographies); and genograms.
Some researchers consder surveys and questionnaires which are opertended in nature to be
qualitative methods if the primary intent isto “listen” to or learn from the participants/clients
themselves about the topic of interest.

7. Wasthe method appropriatefor the study design type?

SAMPLING

8. Were participantsrelevant to theresearch question and wastheir selection well reasoned?
Sampling in quditative research is purposeful and the process used to select participants should be
clearly described. Purposeful sampling selects participants for a specific reason (e.g., age, culture,
experience), not randomly.

There are numerous sampling methods in qualitative research: the sampling strategies used by the
researcher should be explained and should relate to the purpose of the study. For example, if the
purpose of the study is to learn about the impact of anew trestment program from the perspective of
adl dlientsinvolved in the program and their families, the purposeful sampling method should be broad
to indude maximum variation in perspectives and views. On the other hand, if the purposeisto
explore an issue in depth, such as the numerous factors and interactions thet are involved in afamily
deciding when and where to place an dderly member in anurang home, an individud, ‘key informant’
approach may be appropriate.

9. Wassampling done until saturation or redundancy in data was reached?

The main indicator of sample size in quditative research is often the point at which redundancy, or
theoretica saturation of the data, is achieved. The researcher should indicate how and when the
decision was reached that there was sufficient depth of information and redundancy of datato meet the

purposes of the study.

The sampling process should be flexible, evolving as the study progresses, until the point of
redundancy in emerging themes is reached.

10. Wasinformed consent obtained and isit clear why some individuals chose not to participate?
The authors should describe ethics procedure, including how informed consent was obtained, and
confidentidity issues

DATA COLLECTION

11. Isthereaclear and complete description of the Site, participants and researcher's
credentials? Istherole of the researcher and higher reationship with participants and
identification of the resear chersassumptions clearly described?

In quditative research, the reader should have a sense of persondly experiencing the event or
phenomenon being studied. This requires a clear and vivid description of the important éements of the
study that are connected with the data, namely the participants, the Site or setting, and the researcher.
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A vivid description of the participants, Site and researcher should provide the reader with an
understanding of the “whole picture’ of the topic or phenomenon of interest. Any missing dements
should be noted.

Qualitative research involves the “researcher as insrument”, wherein the researcher’ suse of sdf isa
primary tool for data collection. Documentation of the researcher’ s credentials and previous experience
in observation, interviewing and communicating should be provided to increase the confidence of the
reader in the process. The researcher’ srole(s), level of participation and relationship with participants
also needs to be described, as they can influence the findings.

The researcher includes relevant information about the participants, often in the form of background
demographic data. The unique characterigtics of key informants help to explain why they were
sdected. The credibility of the informants should be explored. Particular to quditative research, the
types and levels of participation of the participants should aso be described.

The researcher should declare his’her assumptions about the topic under study (“bracket assumptions”)
to make the researcher’ s views about the phenomenon explicit. The researcher's bias and influence of
their own point of view should be stated and discussed within the context of the studly.

PROCEDURAL RIGOR

12. Wasthe data collection strategies compr ehensive enough to support rich and robust
descriptions of the observed events?

The researcher should clearly describe the procedures used to ensure that data were recorded
accurately and that data obtained is representative of the ‘whol€e’ picture. All source(s) of information
used by the researcher should be described.

13. Werethe data collection methods appropriate for the resear ch objectives and setting?
The reader should be able to describe the data- gathering process including issues of gaining accessto
the Site, data collection methods, training data gatherers, the length of time spent gathering data, and
the amount of data collected.

DATA ANALYSIS

14. Wasthe data analysisinductive and the findings adequately corroborated?

The researcher(s) should describe how the findings emerged from the data. The authors should report
on the flexibility of the data collection process, as it responded to changes or trends in the data.

Different methods are used to analyze quditative data - the reader should be able to identify and
describe the methods used in the study of interest, and make a judgment as to whether the methods are
appropriate given the purpose of the study.

15. Werefindings consistent with and reflective of data?

The themes that were developed by the researcher(s) should be logicaly consstent and reflective of
the data. There should be an indication that the themes are inclusive of al data that exists, and data
should be appropriately assigned to themes/codes.
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16. Wasa decision trail developed and rules of analysisreported?

The reasoning process of the researcher during the analysi's phase should be clearly described. The
process used to identify categories or common e ements, patterns, themes and relationships from the
dataisimportant to understand, asit is complex. This processis best articulated through the use of a
decison or ‘audit’ trail, which tracks decisons made during the process including the development of
rules for transforming the data into categories or codes.

17. Wasthe processof transforming data into themes/codes described adequately?

The decision trail should aso report on how data was transformed into codes that represented the
emerging themes and interrelationships that provide a picture of the phenomenon under sudy. Often a
qualitative researcher will use a specific anadysis method, such as an editing style or atemplate
gpproach (Crabtree & Miller, 1992). The methods used should be fully reported.

The rationae for the development of the themes should be described.

These stepsin auditing the analys's process provide evidence that the findings are representative of the
dataasawhole.

THEORETICAL CONNECTIONS

18. Did a meaningful picture of the phenomenon under study emerge?

The findings should clearly describe theoretical concepts, relationships between concepts, and
integration of relationships among meanings that emerged from the datalin order to yield a meaningful
picture of the phenomenon under study. The reader should be able to understand concepts and
relationships, including any conceptua frameworks that the researchers propose. The findings should
make sense with current knowledge about the phenomenon under study and the knowledge base of
occupationa thergpy in generd.

TRUSTWORHTINESS

Egtablishing trusworthiness ensures the quality of the findings. It increases the confidence of the

reader that the findings are worthy of attention. Many different strategies are employed in quditative
research to establish trustworthiness (Krefting, 1991) and the researchers should report on the methods

they employed.

19. Wastriangulation reported?

A critica group of srategies used to enhance trustworthinessis triangulation. It involves using

multiple sources and perspectives to reduce the chance of systematic bias. There are four main types of
triangulation:

By source - datais collected from different sources, e.g., different people, resources,

By methods - different data collection strategies are used such asindividua interviews, focus
groups and participant observation;

By resear cher - which involves the use of more than one researcher to andyze the data, develop
and test the coding scheme; and

By theories - multiple theories and perspectives are considered during data andysis and
interpretation.
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CONCLUSIONS

20. Were conclusions appropriate given the study findings?

Conclusions should be consistent and congruent with the findings as reported by the researchers. All of
the data and findings should be discussed and synthesized.

21. Did the findings contribute to theory development and future practice or research?

The conclusions of the study should be meaningful to the reader, and should help the reeder understand
the theories developed. It should provide ingght into important professond issues. The authors should
rel ate the findings back to the existing literature and theoreticad knowledge in practice. Implications

and recommendations should be explicitly linked to practice Situations and research directions.
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